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Biography of Donald W. Seldin, M.D.
Donald W. Seldin, M.D., stepped down as Chairman of the
Department of Medicine of The University of Texas Southwest-
ern Medical School, Dallas, Texas in 1988 after a remarkable
tenure of 36 years. He remains in Dallas as The University of
Texas System Professor of Internal Medicine and President of
the Southwestern Medical Foundation. For a span of almost
four decades, he has been one of its most eloquent spokesmen,
speaking out in defense of the role of the medical school as an
integral part of the university, rather than a community health
service organization. He was also a major figure in the emer-
gence of nephrology as a legitimate discipline. He was one of
the founders of the American Society of Nephrology and served
as its second president. Throughout its existence, he has been
deeply involved in the activities of the International Society of
Nephrology and currently is the immediate past president of the
Society. He has argued persuasively against nephrology becom-
ing an isolated technology-based discipline and has fought
effectively to keep it anchored in the mainstream of clinical
medicine and biomedical science.
After graduating from Yale University School of Medicine in
1944 and spending two years with the Army in Germany, he
joined the faculty of the Metabolic Division of the Department
of Medicine at Yale, where he renewed his association with
John P. Peters, the person to whom he was most indebted for
his views on clinical medicine and its relation to biologic
science. In 1951 he left Yale to join the faculty of the University
of Texas Southwestern Medical School where he became
Chairman of the Department of Medicine in 1952.
Seldin is a consummate clinical scholar with a strong com-
mitment to the search for new knowledge in his chosen field of
nephrology. The research conducted by Seldin and his many
associates, first at Yale and later in the Nephrology Division at
Dallas reflects his interest in the broad issues of the physiologic
regulatory mechanisms controlling acid-base, and potassium
balance and the osmolality and volume of body fluids, and the
impact of disease on these regulatory processes. The research
has been diverse and has contributed to virtually every aspect
of renal physiology and pathophysiology: acid-base homeosta-
sis, the regulation of ammonia production, the mechanisms of
tubular acidification, the counter current system, the control of
tubular transport by adrenal steroids, heterogeneity of tubular
transport, the mechanism of action of diuretics. While at Yale,
he and his collaborator, Robert Tarail, were the first to show
that, in uncontrolled diabetes, glucose behaves as an imperma-
nent solute causing a shift of water out of cells. Their seminal
observations on the pattern of water and electrolyte excretion
during osmotic diuresis provided the basis for new concepts of
renal tubular function. One particular theme which has occu-
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pied Seldin's interest throughout his career has been the role of
adrenal steroids in the maintenance of acid-base homeostasis.
This interest began at Yale, where, in collaboration with Lou
Welt, he performed a classic series of studies on the interaction
between sodium salts and adrenal steroids in the production of
hypokalemia and metabolic alkalosis. His subsequent research
on this subject over the years followed many paths and touched
many topics: the effect of adrenal steroids on ammonia produc-
tion and excretion, the use of microelectrodes to study the
mechanisms of bicarbonate reabsorption in normal conditions
and in states of mineralocorticoid excess, the identification of
the sites of action of aldosterone in the nephron, and the
discovery in 1983, that the collecting duct in the inner stripe of
the outer medulla, while transporting neither sodium nor potas-
sium, has an aldosterone-sensitive proton secretory system.
Seldin's research was always intimately coupled to the train-
ing of biomedical scientists and academic physicians, and in an
important sense, his greatest contribution has been the many
graduates of the training program in the Division of Nephrology
at Dallas. Many of these graduates, now numbering over 200,
have become distinguished investigators in their own right, and
have become chiefs of nephrology or chairmen of departments
at schools throughout this country and abroad.
In recognition of his many contributions to academic medi-
cine in general and to nephrology in particular Seldin has
received many honorary degrees and awards: the John P. Peters
Award from the American Society of Nephrology clearly has
the most personal meaning for him. However, those of us
privileged to work with Seldin over the years remember him,
not by his bibliography or his many awards, but rather by his
unique personal qualities: his fascination with the fruits of the
human intellect in all its dimensions, his admiration for those
who strive tenaciously for excellence, his own continual search
for knowledge. The standards he set for us seemed at times
outrageous and unattainable. He was intolerant of the illogical
and poorly informed argument, the disorganized lecture, pedes-
trian research, indifferent patient care. In contrast, he was
lavish in his praise of the clever or novel idea, the ingenious
experiment, the scholarly lecture, the extraordinary effort ex-
pended in the care of a seriously ill patient. The articles in this
special issue of Kidney International were all written by indi-
viduals who have worked with or have been profoundly influ-
enced by him. This is their way of paying their respects to a
generous, passionate, complex, and truly remarkable man.
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